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THE PERMISSIVE UNIVERSE
KIRTLEY F. MATHER 1888-1978
With a foreword by Stephen Jay Gould.
University of New Mexico Press.
1986. pp. xviii, Pp. 213.
When a Christian of Baptist persuasion, with impeccable credentials
as a scientist, and the ability to write well, and clearly, makes the effort
in his final year to explain his views he deserves attention. This-not for
his sake, I may add-but for that of the reader in a time of needless and
dangerous confusion.
The truth is that both science and religion have a common sourcewhat the botanist-statesman John M. Coulter of Chicago used to call
"The delirious but divine desire to know." Life, for man and beast alike,
is a search for enough of order to permit survival. No one has expressed
this problem better than the late colleague of Mather's on the Harvard
faculty the physicist Edwin Kemble in his preference for "rules of experience" over the expression "scientific laws."
As to the Baptist label one need only recall the founding of Rhode
Island Colony by the Baptist Roger Williams as an outpost and harbor
of religious freedom. And as for the pursuit of science, it can be considered
to be what is called in ecclesiastical terms an "act of faith," being based
on confidence that the universe hangs together and that nothing, not even
the most baffling and unusual event, represents a suspension of the rules,
but instead rests solidly upon what the author calls the consistent "administration" of the cosmos.
Dr. Mather's procedure is simple and straight-forward. With remarkable skill and economy he sketches the essence of our present knowledge
of the world we are living in-astronomical, physical, geological, biological, social-and follows with an attempt to consider the structure of
what we consider religious experience. One is reminded, in reading this
brave attempt to yoke science and religion, of what happens in hitching
two untamed and spirited horses in team harness then taking the driver's
seat, reins and whip. Fortunately violence can be cushioned by making
clear the truth that human beliefs, values, and actions are shaped by what
is known at any particular time in history, and with it the necessary moral
imperatives.
Important too is a development of recent decades-a recognition and
appreciation of the fact that cultures-ways of life-differing from our
own-make sense to those who have developed them and deserve respect,
not scorn and hostility.
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What emerges is the stern fact that the human race is now the responsible custodion of its own future on a lonely and unique planet. By a
recognition of this fact Dr. Mather clarifies a problem that arose from
his publication in 1944 of his book entitled Enough and to Spare which
threw consternation into the growing ranks of those concerned with the
problem of conserving our natural resources.
Happily Kirtley Mather now makes his position clear. The basic question facing mankind is whether its venture on an unique plant in a special
solar system is worth preserving. The choice is clear; whether you like
it or not. Man's destiny is now in his own hands.
Paul B. Sears
Taos, New Mexico

